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Pressure of work has prevented any extended review of the lit- 
erature which has coine to the Editor's table, nor will it be pos- 
sible to prepare such copy for the September issue. It is hoped 
that after the new school year begins this phase of the Bulletin 
may be resumed. 



The absence of the Editor for the summer, and until the time 
for the issue of the September number, will cause a delay of two 
or three weeks in the appearance of the September number. The 
Editor begs for so much of the indulgence of the readers of the 
Bulletin. 



The account of the second annual meeting of the Wilson Ornitho- 
logical Club was crowded out of the March issue, where it should 
have appeared. It is presented at this late date as a matter of 
record. The time of the next meeting has not yet been decided 
upon. 



CORRESPONDENCE 

Editor, Wilson Bulletin. 

Dear Sib : — An article * in the last volume of your publication 
contains statements subject to correction. This article is a criti- 
cism of a review which the writer published of four papers on field 
observations upon the feeding of nestling birds, prepared by stu- 
dents of the Iowa Lakeside Laboratory. 

The review to which Professor Stephens objects was published 
in the Auk for July, 1914 (pp. 430-421). It was intentionally made 
brief and mild in tone. Professor Stephens, however, refers to the 
" captious reviewer," a trite phrase that slips readily from the pen, 
but which in the present instance is unjustified. That the reviewer 
was reluctant to criticize the papers considered is shown by the 
fact that the earliest one was published two years before the re- 
view. The overconfidence exhibited by its writer in recording the 
identity of items of food fed to nestlings 'was thought to be only 
one of the defects to be expected in an early scientific essay. It 
was hoped that succeeding papers would be more conservative. 
However, the repetition of the same kind of work made me decide 
to protest. 



* Stephens, T. C, A Rejoinder. Wilson Bull. XXVI, No. 3, Sept. 
1914, pp. 157-161. 
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In iny review I made the following remark : " The flaw the re- 
viewer would point out is perhaps due to over-enthusiasm on the 
part of the observers, or perhaps to failure to realize the difficulty 
of making exact identifications of insects." Professor Stephens' re- 
ply contains nothing to offset this impression. I warrant that if 
any of the persons concerned in making the studies of the food of 
nestlings in question will take the trouble to master any group of 
insects, he will no longer care to risk making specific identifications 
of small insects that are being fed to nestling birds. 

The detailed nature of statements relating to the food given nest- 
ling catbirds by their parents is illustrated by the following quo- 
tation : " Among the 55 beetles fed were recognized may-beetles, 
click-beetles, tiger-beetles, water-beetles, and snout beetles of var- 
ious species. The flies were mostly flesh flies, though house and sta- 
ble flies were noted.* 

Professor Stephens gives some explanations, which had they been 
in the original articles reviewed, would have greatly modified the 
impression produced. For instance he says regarding the observa- 
tions on the catbird : " Flies swarmed about, .... and the ob- 
server in the blind could Bee the catbird capture and feed them 
to the young birds in the nest. A number of these flies were caught 
and submitted to an entomologist .... who named the flies as 
above" (p. 158). On this evidence, however, few would card-index 
the catbird as an enemy of any particular species among these flies ; 
the chance for error is too great. There may have been a score of 
species of flies among those the birds were preying upon, and which 
particular ones were taken, could not have been accurately known. 
This instance as explained therefore does not constitute a definite 
record of catbirds feeding the identified species to their young. The 
paper reviewed, however, unqualifiedly states that among the in- 
sects fed were house and stable flies. The single instance of a 
mosquito being fed to the young by a catbird is made clear by a 
belated explanation, which should have been in the original article. 
It appears that a mosquito seen within the blind flew out and was 
snapped up by the bird. But this does not prepare the way for 
acceptance of the 65 records for the yellow warbler, as the cir- 
cumstances could not have been the same. Even though this nest 
was only two feet away, the part of a mosquito that might pro- 
trude from a warbler's bill, in nine cases out of ten, probably would 
not suffice for certain identification at that distance. 

Would Professor Stephens or his students on the basis of the 
nestling studies reported care formally to add the name of the cat- 



* Wilson Bulletin, Vol. XXV, No. 4, Dec. 1913, pp. 179-180. 
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bird to the list of enemies of the house fly (Musca, domestica) and 
the stable fly (Stomoays calcittans) , both members of a family 
characterized by obscure markings and slight specific differences, 
and which are much resembled by various flies of at least three 
other families? Or would they list the yellow warbler as a predator 
upon mosquitos, on the strength of field observations only, when 
the number of species of small flies that superficially resemble 
mosquitos Is legion? If so, their idea of scientific accuracy is un- 
usual. 

The writer in his original review tried to give a dispassionate 
criticism of a single unfortunate tendency of papers by less ex- 
perienced investigators. This was intended only as advice for fu- 
ture caution and the general merit of the contributions was recog- 
nized. The more of such intimate studies of birds, the better, 
provided strict accuracy be kept in view. 

Professor Stephens, however, adopts a controversial attitude in 
his rejoinder, which leads him to attribute to me sentiments that 
exist only in his mental conception of me. His remarks also con- 
tain unjustified conclusions resulting from ignorance, and innuendos, 
which probably would not have been made had he adopted dispu- 
tation rather than controversy as his medium. A few examples 
follow : 

1. "The food of nestling birds, a field which seems to be guarded 
zealously .... as the peculiar domain of the Biological Survey " 
(p. 157). 

Nothing said in the review cited by Professor Stephens warrants 
this insinuation, nor does anything that the writer has said else- 
where. The Biological Survey has consistently encouraged and 
assisted the scientific study of the food of birds, wherever attempted. 

2. The proposal " to tie bags over the anal orifices of nestling 
birds for the purpose of collecting the excreta will be highly amus- 
ing to anyone who has noticed young birds in the nest" (p. 160). 

The proposal as stated may perhaps be amusing, but so far as I 
know Professor Stephens is the only one who has made it. The 
bags used by the writer have enveloped about three-quarters of the 
whole bodies of nestlings, being tied on over the breast and under 
the wings. All excrement voided was obtained, and the records 
of different nestlings kept separate by the aid of different colored 
tapes used on the bags. After a short time the parent birds did 
not pay much attention to the bags. 

3. "Vigorous, though quibbling criticism" (p. 160). 

No criticism can be called quibbling which definitely challenges 
the accuracy of a scientific article. 

4. In two paragraphs, on page 160, Professor Stephens seeks to 
lessen the effect of my statements that " a great many birds feed 



342 The Wilson Bulletin — No. 91 

[their young] by regurgitation." He says in part " In our studies 
on the passerine birds we hare succeeded in following the feeding 
of at least one out of a brood, from the moment it left the egg 
until it left the nest, in the cases of the yellow warbler, the cat- 
bird and the meadowlark .... and in each of these instances there 
has been no feeding by regurgitation. This is known simply from 
the fact that the food has been visible in the bird's bill." 

The fact stated in the last sentence by no means disproves re- 
gurgitation. That food is visible in the bill is no proof that the 
gullet does not also contain food. The species above mentioned 
sometimes, at least, feed by regurgitation. In Mrs. Wheelock's 
article on " Regurgitatlve feeding of nestlings " in the Auk for 
January. 1905 (pp. 54-70), this capable field observer records more 
than thirty-five species of birds as feeding their young by regurgi- 
tation including all of the species Professor Stephens says were 
not observed to use this method. 

Professor F. E. L. Beal has seen the following si>ecies feed their 
young by regurgitation : Rufous hummingbird, Arkansas goldfinch, 
California towhee, black-headed grosbeak, and the Eastern robin. 

The writer knows from personal experience, that the cardinal, 
the rose-breasted grosbeak, the Eastern goldfinch, the English spar- 
row, and the red-eyed vireo feed their young at least in part by 
this method, the finches almost wholly. This is a longer list of 
birds than Professor Stephens claims acquaintance with and may 
show that my definition of limited experience in this field of work 
is quite different from his own. and that it does not justify the 
slur he pleases to record on page 160. 

5. " The examination of a stomach will give, at best, the story 
of only three or four hours of the bird's life" (p. 160). 

True, but when enough stomachs are collected, all of the hours 
will be typically represented. 

6. "What [food] is unrecognizable cannot be taken into account, 
except as ' unknown,' or as ' miscellaneous.' If the tables or dia- 
grams do not show this, must we not conclude that the writer has 
discarded the unidentified material?" (p. 161). 

Professor Stephens will find entries under miscellaneous animal 
and miscellaneous vegetable food in practically every formal report 
by the Biological Survey upon the food of birds. None of the ma- 
terial is discarded. 

7. " Too often the adherent of stomach examination publishes 
only his percentage results, without the detailed data upon which 
his percentages are based, which are necessary in a strictly scien- 
tific piece of work" (p. 101). 

It is impracticable to publish detailed analyses of hundreds and 
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thousands of bird stomachs, and in fact impossible in Government 
documents. The data and the specimens upon which they are based, 
are kept on file in the Biological Survey, for inspection by anyone 
interested. 

8. Relating to field observations, " it yields results with far 
greater accuracy than its critics are ready to admit " (p. 161 ) . 

The writer made no criticism of field observations but only of a 
certain phase of a few particular pieces of such work. Field work 
is necessary to round out the study of almost any biological prob- 
lem. Its necessity, however, is no greater than the necessity that 
it should be accurate. 

9. " It is not particularly reassuring to read the boast of having 
killed so many thousands of nestling birds in order to determine 
what their food has been." 

Professor Stephens has never yet been compelled to read such a 
" boast," for the reason that nothing like it has been published. 

It ill befits anyone interested in the scientific study of ornithol- 
ogy, and especially is this true of the President of a society whose 
sole object is the study of birds, to say or do anything that will 
render the collecting of specimens more difficult than it now is.* 
Those advocating all-inclusive protection have so far had their way 
that scientific collecting has been forbidden in some states and so 
hedged about with restrictions as to be impracticable in several 
others. The laws of some states are even so worded that no relief 
can be had when serious losses are suffered because of ravages 
by birds. 

As to the effect of scientific collecting upon the bird population, 
it is undoubtedly true that more birds have been destroyed by 
single cold rain, or sleet storms, or other meteoric disturbances, 
than the total that have been killed by all of the scientific collectors 
in this country since the beginning. 

10. " What is needed above all on the part of iconoclastic review- 
ers is more certainty and less quibbling, and more hard work in 
the field and laboratory that there may be developed an apprecia- 
tion of the difficulties to be encountered in productive effort" (p 
101). 

Professor Stephens' controversial attitude is nowhere more mani- 
fest than here, and leads him far astray. The writer has spent 
practically all of the working days of the past ten years and more, 
in field and laboratory study of the food of birds, a total that many 
times exceeds that employed to the same end by Professor Stephens 
and his students. 



* In this connection see Grinnell. .T.. Conserve the Collector. Sci- 
ence, X. S. XLI, pp. 229-232, Feb. 12, 1915. 
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The degree of my certainty regarding questionable identifications 
in the papers I reviewed in this : I submitted the original statements 
of the authors reviewed, and my criticisms to my colleagues in eco- 
nomic ornithology and to various entomologists in Washington, and 
have repeated this process exhibiting Professor Stephens' remarks. 
Without exception these specialists have been of the opinion that 
positive identifications could not have been made under the condi- 
tions described for the cases mentioned in my review. 

In conclusion I may say that my reviews in the Auk are initialled 
because that is the invariable custom in that journal, and not be- 
cause of any desire for anonymity. 

W. L. McAtee. 



SCIENCE. ORNITHOLOGY, AND THE WAR. 

Editor of The Wilson Bulletin: 

While the daily newspapers, journals, and magazines of every de- 
scription, as well as other prints — to say not a word of new books 
on the subject — teem with accounts of how the great conflict in 
Europe is affecting various interests and industries in this country, 
there is hardly a paragraph, ever published which has anything to 
say of the influence which this terrible international imbroglio is 
exerting upon the various sciences, scientific institutions, literature, 
and upon scientific researchers of every department in nearly all 
parts of the world. 

In so far as Europe is concerned, we hear a great deal in re- 
gard to how this stupendous struggle has crushed many trade in- 
terests ; the enormous number of casualties that has thus far been 
the result of it ; the diseases it lias spread ; the mental and physical 
defects which will result from it upon the offspring of generations 
of people to come, and, indeed, vast and far-reaching effects in many 
other directions too numerous to mention. All this is being inces- 
santly and voluminously brought before us in the aforesaid man- 
ner, with rarely a word as to how science has thus far fared in 
it all. 

The dollar and the base-l>all being the two chief concerns in this 
country demanding the greatest amount of attention and cultiva- 
tion — at least on the part of nine-tenths of the total population — 
it becomes a matter of no surprise that between these two en- 
grossing pursuits the public cares not a rap for the fact that, since 
the first week in August. 1914, until the end of January. 1915, there 
had not been received at the library of the United States National 
Museum, and probably at the libraries of other institutions of the 
kind in this country, a single German or French scientific journal 



